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Overview 
 
As healthcare organizations strive to build meaningful relationships with referring physicians and 
serve as a trusted provider when a referral need arises, there is often a lack of clear understanding 
as to what factors referrers take into account when making referral decisions. Although some 
commonalities exist (such as weighing overall quality, convenience, and available treatment 
options), this general information does not provide enough insight to prioritize strategic planning 
and outreach efforts in a unique market and with a particular service line.   
 
Gelb has been on the forefront of marketing research for decades, and our Decision Factors Analysis 
approach has been used by leading healthcare providers to help them solve this very challenge. In 
this white paper, we provide an overview of how to complete Decision Factors research in order to 
understand what matters to most to referring physicians when making a referral decision and to 
enable better allocation of physician outreach and marketing communications resources.  
 
Decision Factors Overview 
 
The primary of goal of this process is to identify key influences affecting referrers’ decision making 
in evaluating and selecting a provider. Being that these will vary based on service line, it is 
recommended that you focus this work on one particular area – such as oncology, pediatrics, or 
cardiovascular.  Through this process, you will also be able to define the key reasons that a provider 
is not chosen and assess the effectiveness of outreach materials and efforts.  
 
The Decision Process Model provides key insights on who to target and what are the most important 
factors in driving business. Gelb’s model takes into account the entire relationship or physician 
experience, including activities that might not immediately generate a referral.  
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Step 1: Determining the Sample 
 
Obtaining direct feedback from referring physicians is paramount.  Best practice organizations elicit 
feedback throughout the experience, not just with a bi-annual survey. We recommend using a 
mixture of current physician lists (such as your current referrer list or those who participate in events, 
CMEs) as well as an outside panel provider. This will provide a mix of current referrers and non-
referrers.  
 
It is also critical to determine geographic areas for focus. Including participants only from your 
primary service area will provide you with insight from those closest to home. However, if your 
growth strategy includes growing referrals from outside of the area or increasing visibility regionally, 
it will be helpful to expand the areas from which you seek respondents.  Depending on your particular 
market and objectives, it might be helpful to include physicians from both your regional market and 
from the national market.  
 
Although each situation is unique, on average a sample of 50 respondents per segment of interest 
will provide sufficient insights.  Segments of interest might include specialties, geography, or referral 
status.  Overall, however, we recommend that a survey of this type for destination medicine or AMCs 
include up to 250 respondents.  
 
Step 2: Developing Question Areas 
 
The focus of question areas should be on the referring physician’s awareness and perception of the 
organization, as well as specific resources or factors that they use when making or initiating a referral. 
Common question areas include:  
 

• Level of familiarity among competitors 
• Influences (e.g., prior experience, rankings, distribution of outreach materials, etc.) 
• Importance of factors in choosing (or not choosing) a particular treatment provider 
• Form of initial contact for those who have inquired (e.g., website, call center, other phone 

call) 
• Reasons for selection / alternative selections 
• Utilization of specific resources in making health decisions (e.g., websites, program 

documents, etc.) 
• Likelihood to recommend 
• Demographics  

 
 
  

 



Referrer Decision Factors Analysis 
 

© 2016 Gelb Consulting. All Rights Reserved.  Page 4 
 
 

Step 3: Analyzing the Data 
 
Analysis should be focused on segmentation.  Each referring physician type has a different set of 
needs and priorities, especially given the proximity to your healthcare center and their prior 
experience.  This feedback identifies what can be improved across the continuum of the referring 
physician experience.  The results highlight what’s being done well and what would be improved.   
 
Our analysis includes the following: 

• Satisfaction regarding the steps in the physician experience  
• Likelihood to recommend – this is a key indicator to identify at-risk physician relationship  
• Prioritization of key touchpoints of performance around such 
• Open-ended comments regarding what could be improved  

 
 
Step 4: Taking Action  
 
Based on these findings, we recommend engaging the referring physician relations office along with 
clinical teams. The engagement with operations is critical to achieving desired results.  Outreach is 
one element, but if you fail to deliver on the promise operationally, you will fail to address key 
referring physician needs.   
 
This action plan can be typically divided into the following categories: 

• Care – the behaviors demonstrated by all stewards of the referring physician experience  
• Coordination – the identification and prioritization of key processes based on feedback 
• Communication – message maps to ensure that liaisons, call centers, and clinical operations 

are aligned regarding the key promises and differentiators are consistent 
 
Among the volume of results and best practices we’ve discovered, we have identified a few key 
opportunities for improvement:  

• Understanding what types of cases to refer 
• Information to provide to patients regarding you as the best choice  
• Setting expectations regarding their referral in terms of collaboration and communication  
• Alignment between physician relations and operations to ensure the ideal experience is 

delivered 
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How Gelb Can Help  
 
We are experts in designing and executing referrer decision factors surveys.  We have worked with 
the national leaders in healthcare to advance their referring relationships through this type of 
research. Along with conducting well-executed research, we have the expertise to translate research 
insight into opportunities and recommendations, and help you leverage physician segments to 
strengthen relationships and create lasting advocacy.  

 
   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
In addition, because of our focus on the holistic experience, we can deploy real-time feedback 
systems to ensure these insights are not only strategic (a one-time survey), but are also tied back 
into operations (real-time surveys). Many of our clients have already deployed a PRM, but they lack 
the ability to integrate candid feedback to correspond with their activities.  We have solved that 
challenge with our Physician360 dashboard.  We can repair your current PRM or set up our systems 
to sit atop such.  Whether you’re using Salesforce.com, MS Dynamics or other tools, we are 
conversant in how to integrate these tools and escalate at-risk relationships to your attention for 
resolution.  
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About Endeavor 
 

Endeavor Management, is an international management consulting firm that collaboratively 
works with their clients to achieve greater value from their transformational business 
initiatives. Endeavor serves as a catalyst by providing pragmatic methodologies and industry 
expertise in Transformational Strategies, Operational Excellence, Organizational Effectiveness, 
and Transformational Leadership. 

Our clients include those responsible for: 
• Business Strategy 
• Marketing and Brand Strategy 
• Operations 
• Technology Deployment 
• Strategic Human Capital 
• Corporate Finance 

 
The firm’s 50 year heritage has produced a substantial portfolio of proven methodologies, deep 
operational insight and broad industry experience.  This experience enables our team to quickly 
understand the dynamics of client companies and markets.  Endeavor’s clients span the globe 
and are typically leaders in their industry.  

Gelb Consulting Group, a wholly owned subsidiary, monitors organizational performance and 
designs winning marketing strategies.  Gelb helps organizations focus their marketing initiatives 
by fully understanding customer needs through proven strategic frameworks to guide 
marketing strategies, build trusted brands, deliver exceptional experiences and launch new 
products.  Gelb can help you to develop and implement the right strategies.  Using advanced 
research techniques, Gelb can help you to understand the complexities of your market, to 
develop your strategic decision frameworks and to determine the best deployment of your 
resources and technology to monitor your successes.  

For over 50 years, Gelb has worked with marketing leaders on: 

•    Strategic Marketing 
•    Brand Building 
•    Customer Experience Management 
•    Go to Market 
•    Product Innovation 
•    Trademark/Trade Dress Protection 

 
 
Our websites: 
www.endeavormgmt.com 
www.gelbconsulting.com 
www.gulfresearch.com 
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